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Introduction
In academic circles, the advantages that can be gleaned from the emergence of electronic commerce are manifold. From
automating inventory replenishment to replacing traditional sales channels with web-based interfaces, the concept of electronic
commerce appears to be limitless. However, as one can infer from various indicators (e.g., NASDAQ, Amazon.com, etc.),
realizing this potential has been thwarted for a number of different reasons including lack of standards, immature infrastructure,
and inadequate business-to-business communication/coordination.
It is no secret that a key building block for overcoming such issues is the creation and management of electronic
relationships/partnerships, either B2B or B2C, that utilize the digital medium as an underlying infrastructure. As is the case with
the majority of relationships, power plays a significant role in the eventual success/failure of these alliances. A party with the
balance of power skewed in their favor has the ability to influence the behavior of weaker parties (Hart and Saunders 1998).
The power structure between organizations tends to influence the formation of electronic partnerships (Hart and Saunders 1998).
Organizations that hold the upper hand in such relationships can coerce customers/suppliers into participating in an electronic
partnership, even if such an arrangement accentuates the dependent organization’s competitive vulnerability (Evans and Wurster
2000). Ratnasingham (2000) found that negative (coercive) power left smaller suppliers in situations of uncertainty and conflict.
Ideally, the coercion factor can be alleviated if the party(s) participating in an electronic partnership is educated as to the benefits
of such a relationship (Iacovou et al. 1995).
While power has been studied as a facilitating factor for adopting an electronic partnership, an issue that hasn’t been adequately
addressed is how organizational power is used as a barrier rather than a means to adoption. This paper examines how
organizational power can present barriers to adoption of electronic partnerships as opposed to using power as incentive for
adoption. Several key issues will be explored. Under what circumstances will an organization use power to circumvent the
creation of an electronic partnership? From the perspective of the organization in power, what is the nature of perceived risks that
threatens such power? How does an electronic partnership adversely affect an organization’s power? What is the effect of
application knowledge on altering the likelihood that the organization possessing more power will participate in an electronic
partnership?

Literature Support
Understanding the impetus for the problems associated with electronic partnerships is a major challenge for researchers as well
as practitioners. Further, it requires an understanding of the barriers facing the widespread adoption of electronic commerce. While
some can point to the limits of technology (Tan and Teo 1998), more common culprits are non-technical barriers such resistance
(Lee and Clark 1997), organizational vulnerability (Hart and Estrin 1991), and transaction costs (Choudhury 1997). Resistance
has been a formidable foe with respect to the implementation and use of information technology (IT) (Brynjolfsson and Hitt 1998).
It can manifest itself intra-organizationally (Davern and Kaufmann 2000) or inter-organizationally (Bakos 1991). An
organization’s employees typically inflict intra-organization resistance. While this is a viable problem, the ability to counteract
it is aided by the fact that an organization has a direct, coercive relationship with its employees. Conversely, inter-organization
resistance is much more complex. Because it originates from external entities such as suppliers and customers, it has a higher

2001 — Seventh Americas Conference on Information Systems

761

Electronic Commerce

degree of variability. More importantly, the balance of power between an organization and these entities is typically askew (i.e.,
in favor of one or the other).
Past literature has typically focused on using power as a means to influence adoption of electronic partnerships (Hart and Saunders
1998). Techniques for influencing adoption of electronic partnerships include external pressure from trading partners (Iacovou
et al. 1995), strategic necessity (Barua et al. 1997) and even internal push (Grover 1993). However, there are several other factors
that should be examined when identifying barriers to EC partnership adoption and methods to overcome them.
P1A: The level of power held by an organization considering an electronic partnership affects its attitude
towards forming the partnership. Organizations with high power will significantly affect the attitude toward
adoption.
P1B: The level of power held by an organization considering an electronic partnership significantly affects its
perceived benefit of forming the partnership. Organizations with high power will significantly affect the
perceived benefit of entering into the electronic partnership.
Traditionally, application knowledge has been important in gaining user acceptance of technology (Nambisan and Wang 1999)
as well as in determining potential success or failure of electronic partnerships (Malone et al. 1987). Murphy and Daley (1996)
suggest that learning within the organization will be the most significant issue facing entities that engage in electronic partnerships
enabled through technical innovation.
P2A: Application knowledge will significantly affect an organization’s attitude towards the adoption of
electronic partnerships. Greater levels of application knowledge will have a positive effect on the attitude
toward adoption.
P2B: Application knowledge will significantly affect an organization’s perceived benefit of electronic
partnerships.
Greater levels of application knowledge will have a positive effect on the perceived benefit of the partnership.
The ability to overcome barriers to adoption is tightly coupled with an organization’s perceived benefits that result from
participation in an electronic partnership (Cragg and King 1993). Moreover, the assessment literature has been important in
predicting IS system success in relation to the perceived benefit of the system. If users don’t perceive that a technology offers
significant benefit, they are less likely to use (i.e., adopt) the technology. For electronic partners engaging in electronic data
interchange, the greater the perceived benefits, the more favorable users attitudes toward the technology and the more likely they
are to express satisfaction with system use (Jones and Beatty, 2001).
P3: A direct correlation exists between attitude toward adoption of technology and perceived benefits.

Research Model
To examine how all these constructs fit together in predicting
the barriers to formation of electronic partnerships, a
comprehensive model is created. Figure 1 below shows the
model, with each relationship shown as an arrow in the
model.

Power

P1A
P1B

Proposed Research Study
The unit of analysis will be the key decisions makers (e.g.,
high-level managers, CIO’s, etc.) within organizations that
possess a higher degree of power that its potential electronic
partners. Using an inside-out approach, the research will be
conducted in three phases. The rationale behind this approach
is address issues related to internal validity and instrument
validation. Subsequent phases will shift the empirical focus
towards issues such as external validity and contextual
relevance.
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Figure 1. Model Predicting Barriers Toward the
Formation of Electronic Partnerships

Wells et al./Electronic Partnerships

The first phase, the primary focus of this paper, will be a laboratory study. Subjects in the lab will form business partnerships
while working on a task with a common goal but different vested interests. The balance of organizational power and application
knowledge will be varied in order to study the effects on attitude toward adoption and the perceived benefit of the electronic
partnership vis-a-vis maintaining a more traditional partnership. This will help confirm the propositions suggested by the literature
as well as aid the researchers in identifying unaccounted constructs in the study design.
Secondly, qualitative analysis will be conducted to continue to apply the knowledge gained from the laboratory study in the field.
Also, results from this phase will be used to support the quantitative results from the third phase of this project. The third phase
will consist of interviews with organizations that are eligible to participate in one or more electronic partnerships.

Contributions/Conclusions
By accurately operationalizing an organization's perceived benefit that results from participation in an electronic partnership, two
significant contributions will be made to the understanding of such partnerships and their related barriers to adoption. First, the
research propositions outlines in this paper can be tested and validated. This insight will complement previous studies that focused
on the relationship between organizational power and participation in electronic partnerships. Second, the criteria used to measure
an organization's perceived benefit of an electronic partnership can be analyzed to derive both the explicit and implicit barriers
to adoption.

References
Bakos, J. Y. “A Strategic Analysis of Electronic Marketplaces,” Management Information Systems Quarterly (15:3), September
1991, pp. 295-310.
Barua, A., Lee.,B., Ravindran, S., and Whinston, A. B. “Efficient Selection of Suppliers Over the Internet,” Journal of
Management Information Systems (13:4), Spring 1997, pp. 117-137.
Brynjolfsson, E., and Hitt, L.M. “Beyond the Productivity Paradox: Computers Are the Catalyst for Bigger Changes.”
Communications of the ACM (41:8), August 1998, pp. 49-55.
Choudhury, V. “Strategic Choices in the Development of Interorganizational Information Systems,” Information Systems
Research (8:1), March 1997, pp. 1-24.
Cragg, P. and King, M. “Small-Form Computing: Motivators and Inhibitors,” MIS Quarterly (17:1), March 1993, pp. 47-60.
Davern, M. A., and Kauffman, R.J. "Discovering Potential and Realizing Value from Information Technology Investments,”
Journal of Management Information Systems (16:4), Spring 2000.
Evans P., and Wurster, T.S. Blown to Bits. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Press, 2000.
Grover, V. “An Empirically-Derived Model for the Adoption of Customer-Based Interorganizational Systems,” Decision Sciences
(24:3), May-June 1993, pp. 603-640
Hart, P., and Estrin, D. “Inter-organizational Networks, Computer Integration, and Shifts in Interdependence: The Case of the
Semiconductor Industry,” ACM Transactions on Information Systems, (9:4), 1991, pp. 370-398.
Hart P. and Saunders C. “Emerging Electronic Partnerships: Antecedents and Dimensions of EDI Use from the Supplier’s
Perspective”. Journal of Management Information Systems (14:4), Spring 1998, pp. 87-111.
Iacovou, C. L., Benbasat, I., and Dexter, A. S. “Electronic Data Interchange and Small Organizations: Adoption and Impacts
of Technology,” Management Information Systems Quarterly (19:4), December 1995, pp. 465-486.
Jones, M. C., and Beatty, R.C. “User Satisfaction with EDI: An Empirical Investigation,” Information Resources
Management Journal (14:2), April 2001, pp. 17-26.
Lee, H. G. and Clark, T.H. "Market Process Reengineering through Electronic Market Systems: Opportunities and
Challenges," Journal of Management Information Systems (13:3), Winter 1997.
Malone, T. W.,Yates, J, and Benjamin, R. ”Electronic Markets and Electronic Hierarchies,” Communications of the ACM
(30:6), June 1987, pp. 484-496.
Murphy, P.R., and Daley, J.M. “International Freight Forwarder Perspectives on Electronic Data Interchange and
Information Management Issues,” Journal of Business Logistics (17:1), January 1996, pp.63-84.
Nambisan, S. and Wang, Y. ”Roadblocks to Web Technology Adoption?,” Communications of the ACM (42:1), January
1999, pp. 98-101.
Ratnasingham, P. “The Influence of Power on Trading Partner Trust in Electronic Commerce,” Internet Research (10:1),
2000, pp. 56-63.
Tan, M., and Teo, T. S. H. “Factors Influencing the Adoption of the Internet,” International Journal of Electronic Commerce
(2:3), Spring 1998, pp. 5-18.

2001 — Seventh Americas Conference on Information Systems

763

